


Software for 
Old Computers 





useful stuff for vintage PCs 


By Harry Baggen 


A computer that’s too slow for today’s programs may be found in many 
homes and certainly in any office. Once the pride of their owners, the old 
number cruncher is often abandoned and left to gather dust in the attic. 
Throwing an old PC away seems wasteful, but what can you do with it? 


Today’s computer users are spoilt by proces- 
sors operating at gigahertz frequencies, hard 
disks offering gigabytes of storage capacity 
and high resolution displays capable of show- 
ing millions of colours. And yet, it is only a 
few years ago when we were all perfectly 
happy with what can be summarized as ‘a lot 
less’. 

Unfortunately, but also inevitably, software 
makers closely follow the latest hardware 
developments, producing programs that will 
only run on modern, fast PCs sporting lots of 
RAM memory and hard disk capacity. 

Those of you who would like to fetch the 
old PC from the loft and start using it again 
for, say, low-end word processing or the odd 
spreadsheet are sure to face some quite unex- 
pected problems. To begin with, you need to 
resort to programs that are suitable for such 
a slow beast, and that rules out Windows 
and Word versions using the extensive graph- 
ics user interface. The original programs from 
the old days are often lost, leaving you 
stumped for software! 

Fortunately, the Internet has a lot of vin- 
tage software available that is perfectly 
suited to older computers, giving them a new 
lease of life! 


Free DOS 


Older computers, particularly the ones from 
the ‘command prompt’ age (mid-1980’s) 
should not be burdened with even de sim- 
plest versions of Windows. In practice, they 
are best loaded with nothing more than DOS 
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Search the FreeDOS web site: 
Search | 


Small but 
powerful 


2002-06-30 Simon Waite has kindly offered web space to FreeDOS developers who need a 
place to host their projects: - FTP upload - Frontpage 2002 Extensions - Possibly CGI/PHP 
(Though I've got to think about the secunty on that) - URL being something like: 
<http://projects. freedos.net/project-name-here/>. Basically this ıs to help people without 
access to them own hosting. To join, gmail Simon. 


2002-04-07 Jeremy Davis has posted the 


CNikita") Distribution. Install disk 


image and install sets for 1.44MB 3.Sinch floppies are there. The CD-ROM image Is now 


available! Don't forget to read the Readme. 

Update: Some users have reported finding a virus called 10PASS in the D0G0836X.ZIP file. We 
tried to verify this a few weeks ago using a copy of Norton AV and signature files that were 
updated that week. We weren't able to find a virus in the files. Other antivirus programs were 








Webring also unable to locate a virus. This is currently considered a false-positive. This should be fixed 
in the next release. 
Sourceforge 
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for an operating system, of which the 
advantages include an incredibly 
fast booting process, almost direct 
access to the hardware and the reas- 
suring thought of being able to write 
one’s own programs in Q-BASIC or 
GW-BASIC for the occasional mea- 
surement and control application. 
Several DOS versions may be 
found on the Internet. Some are rem- 
nants of the old DOS age, while oth- 
ers have been written as new appli- 
cations by enthusiastic PC users. 
DR-DOS [1] may be familiar with 
many of our readers as a once fierce 


competitor of MS-DOS. DR-DOS, the 
PC operating system originally 
developed by Digital Research 
(hence ‘DR’), is currently in its sev- 
enth release. It is supplied free of 
charge for private use only. An exam- 
ple of a freshly developed DOS is 
called FreeDOS [2]. Apparently it 
has a large group of followers (pio- 
neered by Jim Hall) who are con- 
stantly refining the program, just as 
with today’s Linux. By the way, 
there is, of course, no objection 
against running Linux on an old PC, 
provided you omit the graphics shell. 
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Welcome to Simtel.Net - A worldwide distribution network for Shareware, Freeware, and 


Public Domain software. 
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If you think that these DOS ver- 
sions are just relics from the pre- 
Internet age, you may be wrong. 
Most of these operating systems are 
updated from time to time and 
closely follow all the latest trends in 
PC technology. For example, they 
will happily support the latest crazes 
like FAT32, NTFS and USB equip- 
ment. 


Programs galore 


There’s an abundance of DOS pro- 
grams available on various websites 
we came across while researching 
this month’s Electronics Online sub- 
ject. Usually, on these sites you'll find 
collections of old shareware and free- 
ware, which, nonetheless, contain a 
fair amount of really useful programs. 


Simtel is a network (or, if you like, 
‘ring’) that’s been busy collecting all 
kinds of software for many years. 
Their website contains a section 
devoted to DOS programs only [3], all 
neatly arranged in categories. Free 
Software for DOS [4] contains about 
700 free programs for DOS. Here, too, 
the website makers have taken the 
trouble to cluster programs into 
groups with relevant names. There 
is even a search engine available so 
any program can be found easily. In 
the Garbo PC Archives [5] the avail- 
able DOS programs have been sub- 
compiled into about 150 ‘class’ 
pages. You may spend quite some 
time browsing this area because a 
lot has been brought together here. 
The File Library [6] also has a vast 
collection of DOS programs. There 
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are 9 main categories, each divided into sub- 
categories. At Interesting DOS Programs [7] 
it’s news rather than quantity. Here, the lat- 
est DOS programs are presented, complete 
with the associated links. If, after visiting 
these websites, you are still hungry for more 
DOS programs, have a look at DOS-Only [8] 
— the name pretty much says it all. 


Programming languages 


In the old days, Microsoft supplied the BASIC 
interpreter GW-BASIC as part of the MS-DOS 
package. This was later superseded by O- 
BASIC. Most of today’s Windows releases 
still contain a version of O-BASIC. If you don’t 
believe us, run a ‘Find’ on your Windows CD- 
ROM! 

Lots of people are still actively using Q- 
BASIC, and they are on the Internet, too. The 
Qbasic Page [9] is a good starting point for 
those of you interested in taking this up. The 
ultimate overview of basic websites is, how- 
ever, Connors House: OBasic links [10], 
where no fewer than 570 links have been 
brought together, all covering the subject in 
one way or another. 

Turbo Pascal is another popular program- 
ming language from the days of DOS. At the 
Turbo Pascal Programmer’s Page [11] we 
found a useful overview of compilers, utilities 
and programs related to this once immensely 
popular compiler. 

If you find these higher programming lan- 
guages interesting but feel the need to brush 
up your knowledge of them, simply visit the 
QuickBASIC/Turbo Pascal Info Base [12] for 
step by step guidance to writing your own 
programs. 


(025053-1) 


Internet Addresses 


[I] www.drdos.com/ 
www.drdos.net/ 
www.drdos.org/ 

[2] www.freedos.org/ 


[B] www.simtel.net/pub/msdos/ 

[4] http://members.cox.net/dos/ 

[5] http://garbo.uwasa.fi/pc/ 

[6] www.filelibrary.com/categories/ 
DOS.shtml3 


[7] www.opus.co.tt/dave/index.htm 

[8] http://dosonly.net/ 

[9] www.qbasic.com 

[10] http://members.tripod.com/~connorr/ 
qb.htm 

[I 1] www.devq.net/pascal/ 

[12] http://infobase.hypermart.net/ 
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